The cruise industry is exhibiting a steady significant growth during the recent years worldwide, and it is assessed to have remarkable economic implications for the local economies. The quality of cruise visitors' experiences at a destination is crucial for the inclusion of that destination on the cruise itineraries. The aim of this paper is to investigate the cruise ship visitors' off-board experiences in a Mediterranean port of call -Agios Nikolaos on the island of Crete, Greece, providing a better understanding of the main features of cruise customers' behaviour and expectations from a port of call. Primary research was conducted at the port of Agios Nikolaos during the 2014 cruise season. The 306 filled questionnaires provided useful information related to the visitors' demographic characteristics, travel motivation, destination perception, satisfaction, and intention to revisit and recommend the town to others. The findings and discussion of this study are useful to the tourism authorities of Agios Nikolaos and other Mediterranean ports of call with similar characteristics, which wish to maximise the benefits of cruise tourism, to industry practitioners, and academic researchers interested in cruise tourism.
Introduction
The cruise industry has been exhibiting a significant increase of demand at an international level over the last 30 years, turning the sector into the fastest growing sector of the travel industry, with an estimated annual growth rate of 7.5% since 1980. This is almost twice the rate of growth of tourism overall. In fact, if cruises are viewed as destinations, cruising is among the top 10 destinations, both in number and receipts (Brida & Zapata-Aguirre, 2010 ). This growth, as reflected in the number of passengers worldwide, was from half a million passengers in 1970 to an estimated 22.04 million global cruise passengers in 2014 (CLIA, 2015) . The dynamic sector, driven initially by demand from North America, is continuously expanding its offer of products and services and developing new markets (Dowling, 2006) . As a matter of fact, although the North American cruise industry is traditionally dominant, the region's relative share of the total market has declined from 70% in 2004 to 55% in 2013 (Ward, 2013) . On the other hand, the European market has grown by 14% over the past 3 years and by 146% over the last 10, accounted in 2014, for 30% of all itineraries (CLIA, 2015; Florida Caribbean Cruise Association, 2014). In fact, Europe is considered as a key market for the global cruise industry. With 6.39 million Europeans cruising in 2014, Europe represents the second biggest source market worldwide, after the USA. Europe is also the number two cruise destination in the world, after the Caribbean, having received 5.85 million cruise passengers last year. All of this translates into an economic value for Europe. The cruise industry's total economic output reached €40.2 billion in 2014, up by 2% from the previous year, including €16.6 billion in direct spending by cruise lines, their passengers, and crew (CLIA, 2015) . Because of this rapid expansion, the cruise sector has been a subject of considerable research interest over the last two decades.
The aim of this paper is to investigate the characteristics of the cruise ship visitors to a small Mediterranean port of call, that is, Agios Nikolaos, Crete, Greece, in order to provide a better understanding of the various aspects of their visit, such as their motivation, activities, experiences, and spending in the town, along with satisfaction with the destination and intentions for revisiting or recommending it as a travel destination to others. This study is the first empirical study realised in the port of Agios Nikolaos, and the motivation to conduct it was the growing importance of the cruise tourism for the local economy and the intense competition with other cruise ports of call. Its outcomes are expected to be particularly useful to destination managers and the local government and to contribute to the planning of the area's tourist development and promotion strategies.
The paper is divided into six parts. Following this introduction, section 2 presents a brief literature review on the research related to the cruise passengers' experiences in ports of call. Section 3 briefly presents the town of Agios Nikolaos as a cruise tourism destination. Section 4 introduces the methodology of the research, while section 5 elaborates on the results, presenting both the demographic characteristics of the respondents as well as several aspects of their experience in the town, such as their motivation, satisfaction, and intention to revisit and recommend the destination to others. Finally, in section 6, the implications of the study and its findings along with the limitations encountered are discussed.
Literature review
Cruising has experienced an increasing popularisation and remarkable growth during the recent years. Today, cruising is assessed to have significant economic implications for the local economies worldwide. Due to these economic benefits and the continuous increase in the number of cruise ports of call, the ports are struggling to gain a competitive advantage over other ports and encourage cruise companies to visit those (Busby & O'Neill, 2013) . Following its significance as an economic factor, research on cruise tourism has lately become popular, although most of it has been focussed on Caribbean destinations (Brida The number of available studies on popular ports of call other than the Caribbean is limited, while a number of studies have dealt with analysing the cruise passengers' off-board experiences in a port of call. As a matter of fact, several studies refer to the experience of cruisers within the ship, but only a few on the cruisers' experience in the port of call.
Moreover, there is a scarcity of empirical studies on the cruise passengers' expenditure behaviour in a port of call (Brida et al., 2013) .
The intentions to revisit and to recommend a port of call to others have been an important area of research in the cruise tourism industry. Brida et al. (2012a) analysed the cruise visitors' intention to return as land tourists to Cantagena de Indias (Colombia) and the probability to recommend the visited destination by adapting a structural equation model. Gabe Hosany and Witham (2010) collected data from tourists disembarking from a two-week cruise in Asia, in order to identify the underlying dimensions of the cruisers' experiences and investigate the relationship between the cruisers' experiences, satisfaction, and intention to recommend. Kim and Brown (2012) conducted a research in South Australia to examine the impacts of perceived travel experiences and personal characteristics on the overall satisfaction and destination loyalty. The relationship between satisfaction, perceived value, and quality in the prediction of intentions to repurchase and positive word-of-mouth publicity was investigated by Hui, Wan, and Ho (2007) and Petrick (2004a Petrick ( , 2005 . They all found that higher satisfaction is influential in generating positive word-of-mouth.
There is limited of research on the cruise passengers visiting Mediterranean destinations although the Mediterranean includes very important cruise destinations, such as Barcelona, Civitavecchia, Venice, Palma Majorca, Piraeus, and many others (CLIA, 2015). Andriotis and Agiomirgianakis (2010) investigated various aspects of cruise ship clientele visiting Heraklion, Crete. Blas and Carvajal-Trujillo (2014) collected data from the port of Valencia and analysed the relationship between the destination image and satisfaction, that is, the influence of the cruise passengers' image of a port of call on visit satisfaction and future behavioural intentions. Di Vaio and Penco (2013) addressed the effect of overall destination satisfaction on the cruiser's 'word-of-mouth behaviour' with a survey to a sample of cruise passenger in the port of Messina, Italy. Likewise, Pranic, Marusic, and Sever (2013) investigated the influence of satisfaction factors and demographics of micro-cruise travellers in Croatia on revisit and word-of-mouth intentions.
Port of call: Agios Nikolaos, Crete
Agios Nikolaos, capital of the Lasithi Prefecture, is a small coastal town of 9,500 residents, situated in the Eastern part of Crete. Its tourism development, based on the 3S model, started in the early 1960s, and today, it is a well-established international and cosmopolitan summer resort, welcoming thousands of visitors every year. Yet, it has begun to suffer from the disadvantages of mass tourism, that is, the strong competition from other popular destinations, the seasonality in arrivals, the shrinkage of the tourism season, the dependence on international tour operators, and the all-inclusive system (Skivalou & Trihas, 2012) . As a reaction, local authorities direct their efforts to differentiate the tourist product and promote special interest and alternative forms of tourism in the region, as is the cruise tourism.
The cruise tourism in Agios Nikolaos can be traced back in 1987, when small Russian cruise ships used to arrive every Saturday, carrying passengers from Israel. These weekend visitors were entertained in the local shops and enjoyed themselves at Cretan nights organised in the town. Then, after a break that lasted for about 10 years, in year 2000, several medium-sized cruise ships at the beginning, and larger vessels recently, started to arrive again on a regular basis to the port. As a matter of fact, during the last 15 years, the interest of cruise lines has increased, the cruise industry is evolving rapidly, and higher capacity cruise ships are including the port in their itineraries. Specifically, according to the data obtained from the local port authority, the annual cruise ship arrivals increased by 230%, from 20 arrivals in 2000 to 66 arrivals in 2014 (with a peak of 102 arrivals in 2011). During the same period, the average number of passengers per cruise ship more than doubled (for annual data, see also Simantiraki & Skivalou, 2013) .
The passenger port is located in the heart of the town and two modern docks of 136 m and 209 m length each are capable of accommodating two medium-sized ships (250 m length max if they berth alongside the pier). The port basin of 10 m depth provides sufficient space and depth for cruise ship manoeuvring. Unfortunately, a passenger terminal port is still missing from the port, although its construction has been among the priorities of the local authority during the recent years (Simantiraki & Skivalou, 2013) . Among the facilities provided to the cruise visitors in the port are an information kiosk and WC facility.
Agios Nikolaos is a town of natural beauty. The port is located just a few minutes' walk from the town's shops, cafés, and restaurants, and it does not host any other regular commercial or passenger activity, and thus, it offers the visitors a secure and hospitable environment. Besides, the town serves as a hub to the 20 or so small villages and farms that make up that part of Lasithi, and it provides an easy access to several places of cultural heritage value, as is the historic island of Spinalonga or the Minoan Palace of Knossos in the adjacent Heraklion Prefecture. Consequently, the area offers the tourists many attractions and interesting experiential activities to be involved in during their stay.
Methodology
To the authors' best knowledge, this is the first research conducted on the cruise ship visitors to the town of Agios Nikolaos, aiming to investigate the aspects of their offboard experience. The tool of this research was a self-completed questionnaire consisting of 21 questions. In designing the questionnaire, the authors took into account the various concerns of the local authorities, tourism policy makers, and shipping agents, that arose in the interviews realised for this purpose by Simantiraki and Skivalou (2013) , as well as similar older research realised for the town of Heraklion, Crete, by Dimou and Simantiraki (2010) . The questionnaire was administered only in English, as this was considered sufficient according to the information on the profile of the cruise visitors in Agios Nikolaos provided by the local shipping agents, and it was comprised of four sections. The first section assembles the general information on the visitors' geographic origin, the number of persons in travelling party, the main reason for choosing cruise vacation, the number of cruises taken in the last 5 years, and if this was their first visit to the town. The second section contained questions regarding several aspects of their visit; the time spent off the cruise ship, the activities undertaken, as well as their expenditure behaviour. In the third section, the visitors were asked to indicate their satisfaction and level of agreement to a number of statements regarding their visit to the town using the five-point Likert scales. The objective of this section was to investigate the degree of satisfaction acquired from the experience they had in the town, as this has been found in the literature to influence the likelihood of a return visit (Gabe et al., 2006) . Their intentions to visit Agios Nikolaos again in the future or recommend it to relatives and friends were investigated, along with their willingness to purchase a package combining the cruise with a few days accommodation in a luxury resort in the area, if they were given the choice by the cruise operator. The last section contained questions about the respondents' profile, utilising several demographic variables, that is, age, gender, education, income, employment, and so on. The survey took place in the port of Agios Nikolaos between July, 1st and October, 31st, 2014. There were approximately 19,476 passengers disembarked in the port during this period of time -an estimated 85% of the ones that arrived, according to the data obtained from the port authority. The cruise ship passengers, older than 18 years were approached at random, as they were returning to the cruise ship, they were informed of the nature of the survey and asked to complete the questionnaire. 900 questionnaires were distributed and 304 filled questionnaires were collected (33.8% response rate). The collected data were statistically analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22.0. Descriptive statistics were used to investigate the passengers' perceptions of the destination Agios Nikolaos. To investigate the relationship between the 'passengers' attitudes, a series of one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted.
Results

The respondent's profile
A total of 304 questionnaires were collected, and Table 1 presents the demographic and other characteristics of the respondents. The female respondents were slightly dominant (55.6%), and 86.2% of the respondents were married or living common law at the time of the research. In terms of ages, only 4.7% of the respondents were under 45 years of age, 43.5% were between 45 and 64, and 51% were above 65. Accordingly, retired people comprised the largest proportion of the sample (62.8%). 32.3% of the respondents were employed (full-time, part-time, or seasonally) at the time of the research. More than half of the respondents (72.3%) had graduated college, and moreover, 17.4% had earned a postgraduate degree. Interestingly, the respondents were reluctant to reveal their family income, and 45% refused to answer the relevant question. Among the ones that replied, 21.6% declared that their last year' s total annual household income (before taxes and deductions) was less than 25,000 Euros, 44.3% had a income between 25,000 and 54,999 Euros, 14.4% between 55,000 and 74,999 Euros, and, 19.8% more than 75,000 Euros, thus nowadays, consumers of different economic status seem to choose cruise vacationing. In terms of the country of origin (usual place of residence), the vast majority of the respondents (91.4%) originated from the UK, and only 8.6% from other countries, and specifically Australia, New Zealand, Cyprus, USA, and Egypt, in descending order of the percentages. Actually, among the European countries, the main source market for cruising in 2014 has been Germany, with 1.77 million passengers, followed by the UK and Italy, with 1,644,000 and 842,000 passengers, respectively (CLIA, 2015). However, the dominant nationality globally, of customers preferring the cruise tourism, is the US nationality, and as a result, there is a scarcity of empirical data from European clientele in the literature (Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Diakomihalis, Lekakou, Stefanidaki, & Syriopoulos 2009). Thus, the findings of this research could be useful for the cruise tourism researchers.
Subsequently, the respondents were asked to state the number of people, including themselves, in their travelling party, that is, the number of people travelling with them for whom they could report spending and travel activities. It turned out that the majority (85.9%) travelled with their partner, 10.5% travelled with their family or in parties of three and more, and only 3.6% travelled alone. Moreover, this research revealed for one more time that cruisers are repeaters, since, for the majority of the respondents, 76.3%, this was not their first cruise ever. As a matter of fact, 13% of them had taken 1-2 cruises during the last 5 years, 22% had 3-4 cruises, and a considerable 24% stated that they take at least 1 and up to 3 cruises every year. When the respondents were asked why they chose cruise vacation this particular time, 34.9% characterised themselves as 'cruise repeaters', anyway, whereas a considerable proportion (38.9%), stated that it offered them 'better value for money', indicating that these days, cruises are not considered as a 'luxury product', but are gradually becoming attractive to consumers of different economic status (see also CLIA, 2015; Diakomihalis et al., 2009). Moreover, almost 7% of the respondents reported that they were inspired by the specific itinerary, and 2.8% reported that they chose the cruise to celebrate a special occasion.
The respondents' experience in the town of Agios Nikolaos
Types of activities undertaken
For the majority of the respondents (83.2%), this was their first trip to the town of Agios Nikolaos, whereas about 9.2% of them had been in the town once during the last 5 years, 4.6% twice, and 1.6% 3-4 times. Moreover, among the respondents who had visited the town in the past, 49.1% realised that the visit within the past 3 years, and 43.1% 4 or more years before the year of the research (7.8% did not answer the relevant question).
The average time spent by the participants of the research, off the cruise ship was 5 h and 48 min. 38.5% of them spent 6 and more hours off-board and 13.8%, 8 hours or more. During this short visit, cruisers were able to visit the attractions of the town, entertain themselves at the lakeside cafes, discover traditional Cretan cuisine and quality wines at the restaurants, and purchase their souvenirs. However, 69.7% of the respondents joined a guided excusion that took them away from the town as soon as they disembarked, and thus, spent much less time in the town when they returned. The most popular excursions were, in descending order of preference, the visit to Spinalonga, an excursion called 'Panoramic Crete', and the visit to the Palace of Knossos. On the other hand, unfortunately, almost half (48.9%) of the respondents who stayed behind, did not reveal in what activities they were involved, while 22.8% of them joined a guided train or walking tour of the town, and the remaining 28.3% spent their time walking, shopping, dining, and visiting the town's historic attractions on their own.
The total spending in the town by all the members of the respondent's travelling party, excluding the amount prepaid to the tour operator for the purchase of the cruise package, was also investigated. Taking into account the number of persons included in spending, the average spending per visitor was 31.57 Euros, which is well below the average of 62 Euros spent by the cruise passengers at European ports of visits in 2014 (CLIA, 2015) . Although the number of respondents from countries other than the UK was small to trust, research revealed that visitors from Australia and the USA spent well above the average, 72.60 and 50.00 Euros per person, respectively. Regarding the expenditure patterns, according to the respondents' estimates, 57.5% of the spending was on purchasing organised bus tours and excursions, 17.3% on the consumption of food and beverages, 2.6% on car rentals and transportation, 4.5% for recreation and entertainment activities, and 18.1% on all other goods and services, that is, shopping for souvenirs, and so on.
Trip evaluation
In the following question, the participants were asked to indicate in a scale of 1 to 5 how they would rate their trip to Agios Nikolaos with regard to six different aspects. Overall, the participants rated high all those aspects. Specifically, 92.1% of the visitors found the 'welcome' provided to them by the municipality as 'good' or 'excellent', 90.1% felt the same for the restaurants' service and quality, 95.6% for the transportation service and quality, and 93.7% for the overall quality of customer service. Table 2 provides also the mean evaluation of the six different aspects. It turned out that the lowest satisfaction was expressed for the 'prices of goods and services', followed by, the 'variety of things to see and do in the town'. Subsequently, the participants were asked to indicate in a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) their perceptions, judgments, or feelings regarding five statements concerning the town of Agios Nikolaos as a port of call. 48.6% of the respondents felt neutral about the inclusion of Agios Nikolaos in the itinerary. As a matter of fact, some of the participants mentioned that Agios Nikolaos was not in the original itinerary, but it was a substitute, mostly due to problems in Egypt at the time of the cruise. However, 53.7% of the respondents thought that the town was one of the best destinations visited on that cruise, whereas 41.9% felt neutral about this statement as well. 81.8% of the participants thought that the time provided for the stopover in the town was sufficient, and only 5.4% felt that this time was not enough. This is probably an indication that the respondents felt that there was not much more to do in the town. However, 75.9% of them felt that there were suitable activities offered on the port. Last but not least, 80.2% of the respondents would recommend Agios Nikolaos as a travel destination to others.
Subsequently, the participants in the research were asked if they will revisit Agios Nikolaos at some time in the near future. 24.4% of them replied that they will certainly revisit, 47.7% that they may revisit, and only 14.2% were unlikely to revisit. Moreover, when they were asked whether they would consider purchasing a package combining the cruise with a week in a luxury resort in the area, if such a deal was oferred by the cruise line, 53.3% of the respondents felt possitive about this option, whereas 39.5% expressed no interest in it.
The application of ANOVA to investigate the significant effects of the demographic characteristics of the respondents (gender, age, marital status, education, employment status, income, and country of residence) on their ratings of the six aspects of the trip to Agios Nikolaos (see Table 2 ) revealed some statistically significant effects in a couple of cases. Namely, income appeared to have some influence (p = 0.036) on the visitors' satisfaction with the 'quality of transportation service' and the country of origin on satisfaction with 'the welcome provided to cruise ship passengers' (p = 0.001); however, the latter is not to be trusted because of the low representation of different geographic origins in the sample.
Moreover, some significant effects (p < 0.05) were detected concerning the visitors' level of agreement on the various statements regarding the town (Table 3) . Specifically, unmarried and higher income people tend to agree more with the statement 'there were suitable activities offered during the time in port'. Moreover, older people tend to agree more with the statement that 'the inclusion of Agios Nikolaos in the itinerary was an important reason for selecting the cruise'. The demographic characteristics do not play a significant role in the respondents' stated intention to return to the town or to recommend it as a travel destination to friends and relatives. However, satisfaction with the 'welcome provided to cruise ship passengers', the 'restaurant service and quality', and the 'quality of service provided', all demonstrated a positive influence on these intentions. Thus, data revealed, once more that the human capital of an area, as defined in terms of satisfaction with the services provided, play an important role in forming these decisions (see also Blas & CarvajalTrujillo, 2014; Pranic et al., 2013; Brida et al., 2013) . 
Conclusions
The primary research for this study was carried out among the passengers of cruises docking at Agios Nikolaos, Crete, between June and October 2014. One of the difficulties encountered during data collection was that the size of the target population was unknown at the time of the research. In order to obtain the sample of the survey, the passengers were randomly approached before their return to the cruise ship. Frequently, though, they were tired and anxious to return to the cruise ship, and thus, unwilling to participate in the survey. In a couple of cases, the authors managed to convince the cruise line to allow them to administer the questionnaire on-board the cruise ship, but then, one has to avoid the passengers who stayed on-board and never visited the town. Moreover, with the help of a local agent, some questionnaires were offered on-board the buses that were returning the passengers to the port after their excursion, but this again had the drawback that those respondents at the time of the research hadn't had the chance yet, to explore the town itself. Another limitation of this study was that although data were collected on different days, from different ships in order to ensure sample variability, 91% of the respondents were UK nationals, and hence, different geographic origins were not represented in the sample. This preponderance of the UK origin in the sample is due to: 1) the fact that UK represents one of the main sources of the cruise market in Europe, 2) UK residents traditionally show a preference to the town of Agios Nikolaos, as many of them choose it for their land-based vacations as well, and 3) their willingness compared with other nationalities to participate in the survey. The respondents, in general, enjoyed their visit to Agios Nikolaos and expressed their willingness to revisit at some point in time and recommend the town as a travel destination to others. They found the 'place fabulous', the 'scenery amazing', the 'lakeside shops excellent', and the 'people friendly and accommodating'. Moreover, almost everyone had something good to say about their tour guide. Moreover, more than half of the town's visitors would like to combine the cruise with a luxury hotel package in the area. Among the respondents' negative remarks, were the prices at the cafés and the local shops, as well as the limited opening hours of the museums and archaeological sites.
The authors believe that Agios Nikolaos can increase its share of the market and even become one of the popular cruise destinations in Greece, especially since the majority of cruises usually visit more than one of the Greek ports (Diakomihalis et al., 2009 ). The cruise vacationers love to visit multiple ports and the cruise lines are willing to change the itineraries and include ports of call that provide positive in-port experiences. All it takes is for the local tourism stakeholders and policy makers to concentrate on the strategies that will increase the visitors' level of satisfaction by offering various interesting activitiesexperiences in the area, at reasonable prices (Simantiraki & Skivalou, 2013 
